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FOREIGN LANGUAGE HOUSES: IDENTITIES
IN TRANSITION
JENNIFER BOWN, DAN P. DEWEY, ROB A. MARTINSEN, and
WENDY BAKER
Brigham Young University

This study examined the lived experience of students participating in foreign
language houses to improve their skills in Russian, French, or Japanese. American students residing in apartments with other language learners and a nativespeaking resident facilitator were required to speak with one another exclusively
in the target language and participate in activities such as preparing and eating
dinner together. Data sources for the study included interviews, observations,
and video recordings. The data, which were analyzed qualitatively, revealed
that the central experience of living in the foreign language house was the
creation of a livable community and that use of the L2 was a secondary priority.
A number of factors influence the livability of a given community, including
the size of the community, proficiency levels, and participants’ investments in
and identification with the community. Participants forged alternate identities
in relationship to their new communities. Based on these findings, the study
includes programmatic implications for optimizing such programs.

Foreign language houses (FLH) have been utilized in North
America to promote the study of languages and cultures since
as early as 1917 ( Jordan, 1937). In 1932, O’Brien described the
Casa Hispánica, a language house at the University of California
Berkeley, as ‘‘a center where students and prospective teachers of
Spanish may gain fluency in speaking the language and may make
contacts with the best representatives of the Spanish-American
countries’’ (p. 265). Similarly, Schlimbach and Jordan (1936)
described German language housing at Rutgers University, where
‘‘the students learn to speak German fluently and gain a comparatively deep insight into German conditions and developments’’
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Jennifer Bown,
Department of Germanic and Slavic Languages, 3095 JFSB, Brigham Young University,
Provo, UT 84602. E-mail: jennifer_bown@byu.edu
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(p. 351). These depictions all indicate faith in the concept that
FLH can provide an opportunity for learners to use the target
language regularly, develop greater fluency in the language, and
become more familiar with the target culture and society.
In spite of the long history and continued popularity of FLH,
scholars have largely ignored this form of naturalistic, out-ofclass language learning. A small number of recent studies have
examined language learning at Middlebury College’s Summer
Language Schools (Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004b; Rifkin,
2005; Spielmann & Radnofsky, 2001), but few have investigated
language learning in foreign language houses that are not part of
intensive immersion programs. Foreign language houses as they
exist at most U.S. institutions differ significantly from intensive
domestic immersion programs such as those at Middlebury and
similar programs (e.g., Concordia), in that learners’ time is not
devoted exclusively to language learning. Whereas students at
Middlebury’s summer language schools take up to five hours
a day of language classes, residents of other FLH across the
country continue to pursue their university studies, jobs, and
extracurricular activities—all in their native language (L1).
The present study seeks to fill this gap in the research
literature, by examining in depth a university foreign language
housing program similar to those found in at least 100 other locations across North America (Dewey, Baker, Bown, & Martinsen,
forthcoming). The experience and process of language learning
in FLH are the focus of this study. In particular, the present
study considers students’ perceptions of life in foreign language
houses and their perceptions about language learning in such an
environment.
Students’ perceptions of the foreign language and their
learning experiences hold great value for understanding the
language use and social behaviors of residents in FLH. Studies
in social psychology, for example, have indicated that individuals
will behave according to the perceptions they have of themselves,
other people, their environment, and the attitudes they perceive
others to have toward them (Aronson, 1995). In fact, according
to Aronson, research demonstrates that individuals’ beliefs ‘‘can
come to create the world in which [they] live’’ (pp. 157–
158). Likewise, scholars in Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
have recognized a need for more emic (participant-sensitive)
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perspectives on language learning as opposed to the predominant etic (researcher-focused) perspective characteristic of the
positivist SLA tradition (Firth & Wagner, 1997). Understanding
the perceptions learners have about themselves and about the
immersion experience, whether factual or not, can enlighten
researchers and program administrators about the language use
and learning behaviors of students living in on-campus immersion environments.

The Role of Context in Language Learning:
An Ecological Approach
Scholars in SLA have long recognized the importance of context
in language learning. Research has focused on a diverse range of
contexts, including study abroad (Brecht, Davidson, & Ginsberg,
1993; Pellegrino, 2005; Wilkinson, 2002), immersion (Dewey,
2004, 2008; Rifkin, 2005), distance learning (White, 2003), teachyourself courses ( Jones, 1998; Rowsell & Libben, 1994), and
naturalistic language learning (Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce,
1995). Numerous studies have examined the effect of context on
such linguistic outcomes as oral proficiency (Freed, 1995; LiskinGasparro, 1998; Magnan, 1986; Meara, 1994; Norton, 2000; Payne
& Whitney, 2002), oral fluency (Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey,
2004a; Warschauer, 1996), vocabulary knowledge (Dewey, 2008;
Milton & Meara, 1995), reading ability (AbuSeileek, 2008; Dewey,
2004), and pragmatic competence (McMeekin, 2006; Siegal,
1995). Generally, learners in study abroad contexts make greater
gains in the above areas than classroom-only students, though the
effects are different when compared with students in intensive
immersion programs. Even these effects, however, are mediated
by such individual factors as gender, age, language proficiency,
grammar knowledge, and so forth (Brecht et al., 1993; Brecht,
Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995).
More recently, scholars have challenged the research
paradigm that allows context to be treated as an independent
variable. Ecological models of language acquisition recognize
that context does not merely surround language. Instead context
both defines language and is defined by it (van Lier, 2004). As
van Lier stated, context is not something ‘‘added on to whatever
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is investigated, in a supplementary sort of way’’ (p. 5), but is the
heart of the matter (cf. Duranti & Goodwin, 1997).
Moreover, context is complex and interrelated; it is not
the same from one individual to the next. The crucial concept
in ecological approaches to language learning is that of affordance, which refers to a ‘‘relationship of possibility’’ (van Lier,
2004) between a learner and the environment that signals an
opportunity for or inhibition of action. For example, a dinner
conversation about nuclear power may allow advanced and
opinionated learners to express their opinion on the subject. The
same topic, however, may serve to exclude novice-level learners
from conversation.
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept of ‘‘community of practice’’ captures the complex and situated nature of learning. The
term describes the process of collective learning that occurs when
individuals engage in a shared endeavor. As a learning theory,
community of practice posits that all learning is situated ‘‘in the
context of our lived experience of participation in the world : : :
[and] is a fundamentally social phenomenon’’ (Wenger, 1998,
p. 3).
Learning occurs as individuals become full-fledged members
of a given community of practice, acquiring the skills and practices that are valued within that community. However, gaining
entry to a community of practice can be difficult, and research
indicates that speakers of second or foreign languages (L2) have
differential access to such communities depending on the ways
in which their interlocutors position them (see, e.g., Lantolf &
Genung, 2003; Norton, 2000; Pellegrino, 2005; Toohey, 2000;
Wilkinson, 2002). Without access to the community, learners can
be deprived of valuable opportunities for interaction in the target
language.
Because learning contexts are so complex and intertwined
with individual learners, Norton Peirce (1995), Firth and Wagner
(1997), and Duranti and Goodwin (1997) have called for more
qualitative research that focuses on language learning within a
social context. Since that time, a growing number of studies have
examined the situated nature of language learning in various
settings. Kang (2005) and Cao and Philp (2006), for instance,
demonstrate how willingness to communicate changes on a
moment-to-moment basis, based on a number of contextual and
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personal variables. Norton (2000, in press; Norton Peirce, 1995)
posits that learners’ very identities are constructed as they interact
with others. She asserts that identity is not a single, unchanging
individual characteristic. Rather, learners’ identities are multiple
and malleable. Indeed, learners’ identities, according to Norton,
are negotiated through interactions with others.
Closely tied to the notion of identity is Norton’s (1995)
concept of ‘‘investment,’’ which sheds light on ‘‘the complex
relationships of language learners to the target language and
their sometimes ambivalent desire to speak it’’ (p. 9). Learners
‘‘invest’’ in a target language in the expectation that they will
acquire some material or symbolic resources and thus increase
their cultural capital. Unlike the construct of ‘‘motivation,’’
which views language learners and users as having fixed, unitary,
and ahistorical personalities, investment conceives of learners
as multidimensional beings with a complex social identity that
changes over time and is constructed in social interactions (see
also Pittaway, 2004).
Further extending the idea of identity and investment,
Norton (2001) posits that learners may be invested in the physical
communities in which they live, work, and study. However, learners may also aspire to become members of communities they have
only imagined. Sometimes the imagined communities may be
idealized visions of a particular culture as in Kanno (2000, 2003).
Other learners may imagine themselves belonging to a particular
subset of a population, such as a community of professional
teachers (Norton, 2000). Pavlenko and Norton (2007) argue that
actual and desired membership in communities, both real and
imagined, mediate language learning or resistance to language
learning.
The current study examines notions of identity and investment within particular communities, specifically within various
foreign language houses. We consider the ways in which learners’
identities and investments were not only shaped by but also
shaped the communities of practice within which the learners
resided. This qualitative study examines learning context not as
a variable, but as a subjective experience interwoven with the
characteristics of individual learners. Furthermore, it provides an
emic perspective on the experience and value of foreign language
housing.
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The Study
The present study was conducted over the course of one academic year, 2007–2008. We use a case study approach, examining
each language community as a single case. In addition, we
present detailed data on one individual student who resided in
several language houses over a period of three years during her
undergraduate study.

Research Site
The data were collected in a foreign language house complex,
known as the Foreign Language Student Residence, or FLSR, at a
private church-sponsored university in the western United States.
This program, where nonnative speakers, nearly all of whom
are native speakers of English, lived in apartments with native
speakers of the target language, was designed to provide language
learners with an opportunity to immerse themselves in the target
language without the expense associated with study abroad and
the necessity of putting their university studies on hold. The
resident facilitators were undergraduate students, native speakers
of the target language, who received a scholarship (covering the
cost of their room and board).
The residence comprised 25 apartments and four commons
rooms. Each apartment housed one resident facilitator and up
to five nonnative speakers. Students chose to live in one of
eight language ‘‘houses’’—Arabic or Hebrew (in alternate years),
Chinese, French, German, Japanese, Italian, Russian, or Spanish.
Each ‘‘house’’ consisted of one or more apartments (depending
on the number of applicants) of students speaking a given target
language.
Residents of the FLSR signed an honor code, agreeing
to speak only the target language within the confines of the
apartment, and to entertain guests who do not speak the L2 in
one of the complex’s commons rooms. As per the honor code
agreement, students recognized that they could be asked to leave
the program for breaking any of the rules, though in practice few
students were dismissed for speaking English.
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Students were required to prepare and eat dinner together
five nights a week and expected to linger after dinner in order
to promote a sense of community and to encourage communication. This expectation, however, was enforced differently in each
program. Once a week most students also attended an hour-long
Sunday school class conducted in the L2.
The native-speaking resident facilitators (RFs) represented
an important component of the FLH experience. One RF resided
in each apartment of the FLSR, providing native input, overseeing apartment food expenditures, enforcing the L2-only rule, and
helping with questions related to grammar and vocabulary.

The Language House Communities
For purposes of this study, we will present case studies of three
different language houses over one academic year: the French,
Japanese, and Russian Houses. These three communities were
selected as each represented different challenges and advantages.
The French House represented a community of practice in
which most members were fully engaged. The residents reported
that they spoke almost exclusively in French, and participants
were satisfied with their growing linguistic skills. The Japanese
House housed a disproportionately large number of novice-level
speakers; three of the eight tested were novice level, most of
whom struggled to communicate in the target language and frequently resorted to English. However, most residents perceived
that their language skills improved substantially as a result of their
experience. The Russian House comprised primarily advanced
and superior-level speakers, but the residents failed to form
close friendships and, as a result, were relatively unengaged in
the life of the community. In addition to the case studies of
language house communities, we will also present data from an
individual student who had resided in four different language
houses during her university studies. Her story adds richness to
the data and provides particular insight into the relationships
between individual and community factors.
Of the 53 students living in the French, Japanese, and
Russian houses during this study, 11 initially consented to be
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interviewed. In addition to the 11 residents, two resident facilitators—one from the Japanese House and another from the
Russian House—were also interviewed, as their role was crucial
to the success of each program. To add richness to the data,
two additional learners were interviewed—one resident of the
men’s Russian House (interviewed near the end of the study)
and one learner who had resided in several language houses
over a three-year period. Some of her experiences were positive,
while others were not. Her experiences in various language
houses provided further insight into factors that influenced the
success of various communities. A total of 15 students (12 current
residents, two resident facilitators, and one former resident) were
interviewed; demographic detail is provided on each participant
in Table 1.
Though 15 students were interviewed, not all 15 will be
directly quoted in this study. All interviews were transcribed and
analyzed; however, the quotations herein represent those that
were most representative of general sentiments or those that
provided unique perspectives on the program.

TABLE 1 Demographic Data on Participants
Name

Nationality

L1

House
Spanish (2 years)
French (1 year)
Arabic (1 year)
Italian (8 weeks)
Russian
Russian
Russian
Russian
French
French
French
French
French
French
French
Japanese
Japanese
German

Meaghan

U.S.

English

Dima
Nigel
Michael
Mike
Cara
Aubry
Diane
Beth
Bella
Mary
Thilo
Lydia
Yoshi
Jenna

Russia
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.
Germany
U.S.
U.S.
U.S.

Russian
English
English
English
English
English
English
English
English
English
German
English
Japanese
English

L2 Proficiency

Age

Not tested

24

Native speaker
Superior
Advanced-High
Not tested
Advanced-Low
Advanced-Low
Intermediate-Mid
Intermediate-Mid
Not tested
Advanced-Low
Advanced-High
Novice-High
Native speaker
Not tested

22
23
21
23
19
19
21
19
20
20
25
19
23
19
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Data Collection
For purposes of triangulation, data were collected through various sources, both quantitative and qualitative. Among the data
gathered were Oral Proficiency Interviews (OPI),1 videotaped
dinner conversations, and semi-structured interviews. The OPI
allowed researchers to gauge the speaking skills of the residents
and to paint a more detailed picture of the participants and their
language house communities. In the middle of the study (the end
of the first semester or beginning of the second), one dinner
conversation for each house was videotaped and then partially
transcribed2 and translated into English by native speakers of
the L2. The transcripts were then checked for accuracy by native
speakers of English with superior-level proficiency in the target
language. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each
of the 15 participants. In the interview, which was conducted
in English, participants were asked about their demographic
information, their background with the target language, their
motivation for living in the language house, their perceptions
about interacting with other residents, and the factors affecting
their language use in the FLSR. These interviews were later
transcribed and coded. See the Appendix for a list of sample
interview questions.
For unknown reasons, more women than men agreed to
be interviewed. Of the six French House participants, only one
male was interviewed. From the Japanese House, three residents
participated in interviews, two females and one male (the nativespeaker) resident facilitator. The data did not represent an actual
cross-section of these two houses, in which men and women were
evenly distributed (15 men and 15 women in the French House,
not including resident facilitators; and four women and five
men in the Japanese House, not including resident facilitators).
1 Oral Proficiency Interviews represent a standardized test of spoken language
performed by testers trained and certified by the American Council on the Teaching of
Foreign Languages (ACTFL). Thirty-minute interviews were conducted over the phone.
The recorded interviews were then independently rated by two ACTFL-certified raters.
According to standard ACTFL practice, the interview is sent to a third rater if the first two
reviewers disagree on the rating. Descriptions of the ACTFL speaking guidelines, used in
the rating of OPIs, can be downloaded from the ACTFL website, www.actfl.org.
2 Portions of the dinner conversations were inaudible—due to the large number of
interlocutors. These sections were not transcribed.
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The predominance of women’s perspectives among the residents
of the French and Japanese Houses served as an interesting
counterpoint to the Russian House, which was composed only
of men. This development allowed us to examine gendered
responses to the experience of the foreign language house
communities.
Participant observation was used in the Russian House because one of the researchers served as the faculty coordinator
for that particular program. During the academic year, she frequently visited the Russian House, had dinner with the residents,
and met regularly with the resident facilitator. She also had
regular contact with several of the participants and heard offhand
comments and/or complaints about the dealings in the Russian
House. Her notes from those encounters added depth and detail
to that particular case study. For example, comments made by
the residents outside of formal interviews provided the first clue
that the men of the Russian House did not particularly like each
other. In subsequent interviews, the researchers probed deeper
into the relationships among members of the community.

Data Analysis
The present study involved inductive analysis techniques, following the Constant Comparative Method described by Glaser and
Strauss (1967) and later by Strauss and Corbin (1998). After
thoroughly immersing themselves in the data, the researchers
began to identify themes in the texts. For each theme, the
researchers wrote a descriptive phrase or statement, which was
then shared with other members of the research team. Working
together, the researchers honed the list of codes and then began
to note relationships among the various codes and categories, as
suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994).
Having identified recurrent themes and relationships among
those themes, the researchers then conducted a negative case
analysis, a ‘‘search for evidence that does not fit into our emergent findings and that leads to a reexamination of our findings’’
(Ely, Anzul, Friedman, Gardner, & Steinmetz, 1991, p. 98). This
was accomplished both by a closer reading of the previously
collected data and by collecting additional data. For example,
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the data from the initial interviews revealed that nearly all of
the students felt they had made substantial linguistic progress in
their respective language houses. To find disconfirming evidence,
the researchers recruited two participants in addition to the
11 (not including resident facilitators) previously interviewed:
one resident of the men’s Russian House, who shared a more
negative perspective on the house, and one former resident with
experience in several different language houses—some positive
and some negative. During the process of seeking disconfirming
evidence, the analysis was reshaped so that the negative cases
were explained in terms of interactions among the factors.

Case Studies
Russian House
In the years leading up to the study, applications for the Russian House had decreased significantly. During the study, the
Russian House consisted of one apartment of six residents: one
native Russian resident facilitator (Dima—all names used are
pseudonyms) and five nonnative speakers of varying abilities.
Of the five nonnative speakers, three participated in an Oral
Proficiency Interview both at the beginning and end of the study.
Nigel, a Russian major who had spent two years in Ukraine
as a missionary, was rated as superior. Michael, a chemistry
major recently returned from a two-year church-related mission
experience in Russia, was rated as Advanced-High, while Ervin, a
19-year-old junior who had lived in Russia and Kazakhstan, rated
Advanced-Mid. The other two residents in the house included
Rafael, a graduate student from Central America who had no
prior experience with Russian but wished to remain in the FLSR,
and Ben, who had completed two years of Russian classes and
recently returned from a summer abroad in St. Petersburg. Ben
graduated after one semester, and his place was taken by Colson.
In a casual conversation with the coordinator, Colson said
of his relationship with his roommates, ‘‘We don’t not get along,
but we don’t get along.’’ That is, while the residents had no
open conflicts with one another, they did not particularly enjoy
each other’s company. Other Russian House residents confirmed
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Colson’s sentiment. Michael noted that the Russian House was
full of ‘‘different personalities.’’ Though they all liked each other
‘‘well enough,’’ they did not become friends.
The Russian House was a community characterized primarily
by indifference. The men in the house minimally fulfilled their
duties; they cooked dinner when required (though, as Michael
reported, some residents occasionally forgot their turns), but
otherwise were not very engaged in community maintenance.
Dinners generally lasted 20 minutes or less and were frequently
characterized by long periods of silence. After dinner, residents
would retreat to their rooms or leave for other activities on
campus. Nigel noted that he interacted most with the resident
sharing his room. Their primary interaction came as they played
computer games.
According to Michael, it seemed that only Dima, the resident
facilitator, was interested in community building and that Dima
did more than his fair share of the work in that regard. Not
only did he pick up the slack in terms of cleaning, bur he also
planned two activities for the Russian House each semester—with
no help from any of the residents (though most of them attended
the event). The responsibility for planning activities had been
delegated to another student at the beginning of the semester,
but he showed little interest in fulfilling those obligations.
Dima rarely complained, but the faculty coordinator discovered from conversations with some of his friends in the FLSR
that Dima was discouraged by the apathy of his roommates. He
felt that he had little support in his efforts to make the Russian
House a livable environment. Dima also told the coordinator that
he personally found dinner conversations unproductive, largely
because Nigel ‘‘liked to be right,’’ and that dinner conversations
sometimes seemed combative and one-sided. In one of the
recorded dinner conversations, the researchers gained insight
into the nature of these conversations. Most of the work of
maintaining the discussion was borne by two residents, Dima
and Ervin, while the others made rare contributions in between
bites of food. At one point, a comment made by Nigel served
effectively to end an emerging conversation between Ervin and
Dima about the state of health care in the United States. When
Ervin asserted that health care in the United States was ‘‘the
worst of all industrialized countries,’’ Dima probed, ‘‘Why is
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that?’’ Before Ervin could answer, Nigel jokingly remarked, ‘‘We
don’t need healthcare. We’re already healthy!’’ Though all of the
residents laughed, the remark effectively ended the conversation;
Ervin and Dima did not continue their discussion.
In his interview, Nigel, who got a new roommate at the
beginning of winter semester, reported that he enjoyed correcting his new roommate, ‘‘and he takes it pretty well, too. New
people, new errors to correct, yeah.’’ This apparent enjoyment
of correcting others was also manifest in dinner conversations,
both the recorded interviews and those attended by the faculty
coordinator. Nigel corrected others more frequently than Dima,
the native speaker.
During the period of the study, the Russian House was characterized by a lack of engagement in the community. Members of
the community were not fully invested in learning the language
and were less invested than other FLSR groups in building and
maintaining relationships amongst themselves. The presence of
one highly proficient non-native speaker who had a tendency to
dominate conversations may have hampered the motivation of
other learners to speak the L2.

French House
In contrast to the Russian House, the French House enjoys great
popularity year after year, occupying a minimum of four full
apartments. The faculty coordinator chooses residents from a
large pool of applicants, carefully selecting only those students
who demonstrate commitment to the program; students who
cannot be present every night at dinner are not admitted to the
program. She also frequently visits the program, having dinner
with the students once a week and occasionally inviting them into
her home.
In 2007–2008, the French House comprised six apartments—three men’s apartments and three women’s apartments,
with a total number of 30 residents and six resident facilitators.
Of the residents, 14 consented to OPIs at the beginning and
end of the study. OPIs revealed that the overall proficiency
level was relatively high, with two residents at IntermediateMid, one at Intermediate-High, four at Advanced-Low, five at
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Advanced-Mid, and one at Advanced-High. Though proficiency
data were unavailable for half of the French House residents,
study participants reported that most residents were ‘‘at the same
level.’’ The French House coordinator is careful to select only
those residents who have completed two years of classroom study.
Because the French House was so large, the residents met in
one of the commons rooms of the FLSR for their evening meals.
The large room was set up with long tables, grouped together
in a square. Videotaped dinner conversations revealed that the
residents engaged in several simultaneous dinner conversations,
making it very difficult to analyze any single exchange. However,
the residents spoke almost exclusively in French on a range of
topics. The French House residents are required to spend a full
hour at dinner. After eating, the residents lingered and talked.
Some played games, while others watched and socialized. Six
residents remained longer than the requisite 60 minutes.
The residents of the French House were enthusiastic about
the program. Cara (a 19-year-old with an OPI rating of Advanced
Low) told researchers, ‘‘It’s the best place I’ve lived.’’ Residents
repeatedly emphasized the sense of community present in the
French House and the close relationships that residents had
built with one another. Most felt very comfortable speaking
French, not only as a result of their own language proficiency
but also as a result of the community they had built. As Cara
put it, ‘‘Everyone is really open, and so I just feel like I can be
myself.’’ The responsibility for correcting errors was shared more
or less equally among the residents, and correction of errors was
perceived as ‘‘helping each other out,’’ rather than an attempt
to exert superiority over another.
As a testament of the close relationships among French
House members, interviewees reported that they often spent time
together outside of the FLSR, going to the gym, shopping, and
so forth. They often used that time to speak French with each
other. Four of the French House residents interviewed, who had
been to France on study abroad, asserted that they spoke more
French during their residence in the language house than during
their semester abroad in France.
Though the members of the French House reported speaking the target language ‘‘most of the time,’’ Diane (21, proficiency of Intermediate-Mid) admitted that they did not speak
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100% in French. For instance, when something ‘‘emotional’’
happened, ranging from a roommate’s mother suffering a heart
attack to more mundane ‘‘boy problems,’’ the residents frequently switched to English. Late at night after other roommates
had retired, Diane and her roommate, with whom she was very
good friends, often ‘‘chattered in English.’’ Likewise, some of
the less fluent residents switched to English in frustration:
There’re some people that haven’t had as much experience with French
and I noticed that they get really frustrated and sometimes they’ll just : : :
they’re like ‘‘Whatever, I don’t care,’’ and just say it in English. And it
happens, but, in those cases, you know, you can’t be like (clears throat
significantly), you know? They’re frustrated.

Enforcing the French-only rule was largely the job of the resident
facilitators. Rarely, however, did the resident facilitator have
to explicitly state the rule. Diane, for instance, relates how
some roommates were speaking English in another room of the
apartment. The resident facilitator ‘‘just walked out there and
like looked at them and then walked back and then they switched
to French.’’
In contrast to the Russian House, the residents of the
women’s French House were highly invested in the life of the
community. They enjoyed each other’s company, feeling that
everyone was supportive of their efforts. The nonthreatening,
relaxed atmosphere contributed to a strong sense of community
and encouraged residents to use the L2 frequently, both in and
out of the French House.
Japanese House
At the time of the study, the Japanese program occupied two
apartments, one women’s and one men’s. Eight residents underwent an OPI at the beginning of the study, and six of them
participated in a follow-up interview eight months later. At the
beginning of the study, one resident rated Novice-Mid, two rated
Novice-High, one Intermediate-Low, one Intermediate-Mid, one
Intermediate-High, and two Advanced-Low.
The high concentration of novice-level speakers in the
Japanese House had a significant impact on the community.
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Though the residents felt that everyone got along, they often
found that they could not sustain meaningful conversations in
Japanese. As Lydia, a 19-year-old novice-level Japanese House
resident, described it, many of the more advanced speakers would
leave the apartment in the evenings to study. The novice-level
speakers, left to their own devices, often resorted to speaking
English in their absence:
: : : the two who go to the library are the most advanced in the house,
so it leaves us, the beginners, at home. So sometimes we switch over into
English if we don’t know how to say it in Japanese.

Videotaped dinner conversations revealed that the main participants in the conversation were the two native-speaking resident facilitators, with one additional higher-proficiency learner
offering occasional comments. The remaining learners offered
simple observations on hairstyles and food, relying on the native
speakers to provide vocabulary and elaborate on sentences. In
fact, dinner was characterized by pointing at objects and waiting
for a more proficient speaker to name it. The researchers also
noted frequent use of chunked expressions, such as ‘‘What are
you doing tonight?’’ or ‘‘Do you like X?’’ as well as polite phrases,
standard in Japanese for greeting, parting, partaking of food,
and expressing thanks. Nevertheless, the majority of the dinner
conversation was dominated by the native speakers, who spoke
back and forth to each other and commented on what the
nonnatives said.
The women’s Japanese House was dominated by learners
who had completed only one year of language study prior to
moving into the house. Of the five women in the apartment,
three were second-year students, with one advanced nonnative
speaker and the resident facilitator comprising the remaining
two. Among the three second-year students was one woman of
Japanese descent. The other two second-year students, Lydia
and Tina, both Caucasians, felt different from the rest. As
Lydia reported, ‘‘We’re both white and everyone else is Asian.’’
Between the two of them, Lydia and Tina frequently spoke
English, especially as Tina tended to ‘‘give up, because,’’ as Lydia
conjectured, ‘‘she doesn’t think she’s as good as she is.’’ The
resident facilitator, Yoshi, first told researchers that the residents
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always spoke Japanese at dinner, but later she admitted that the
residents were not very comfortable in Japanese and thus resorted
to English ‘‘occasionally.’’
Besides switching to English when topics became difficult,
the women of the Japanese House had a rule ‘‘if we’re talking
about feelings, we can use English, just because it is hard to
try to express yourself in another language when you are very
upset.’’
The Japanese House represents an interesting case study
in that so many of the residents were at a very low-level of
proficiency. Lydia’s comments in the interviews indicate that low
proficiency levels impeded efforts to speak the target language—
particularly in the absence of the scaffolding that the resident
facilitator and advanced-level speakers provided.

Meagan, The ‘‘Housejumper’’
In addition to examining each language house as a unit, researchers also interviewed Meagan, a former FLSR resident who
had lived in the Spanish, Arabic, French, and Italian houses.
In fact, Meagan lived in the Spanish House on two separate
occasions, first as a sophomore in 2002–2003 and later as a
senior in 2005–2006. Meagan’s experience provided insights
into a variety of communities and factors that influenced her
perceptions of each.
Meagan’s decision to continue in the FLSR was motivated
as much by her enjoyment of the learning environment as by
her desire to ‘‘get fluency in the languages.’’ She liked the
environment because so many of the residents of the FLSR (even
those learning different languages) shared similar interests, not
only in languages and cultures but also in music and the arts. She
enjoyed a sense of camaraderie with her fellow language house
residents.
Though Meagan enjoyed the overall atmosphere of the
foreign language housing complex, her experiences within each
individual language house varied. She found her experience in
the Italian House the least conducive to language learning, and
cited a number of factors that, in her words, ‘‘probably affected
the ‘not language learning.’ ’’ Among those factors were her own
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low proficiency level, the resident facilitator’s periods of absence,
and a lack of unity among the roommates:
: : : my Italian [resident facilitator] like I said, there just wasn’t a lot
of face time that we were all together during that spring term. And I
think that she [the resident facilitator] had some issues like depression
that prohibited her from really fulfilling the [resident facilitator] duty,
and so, again, and because I was so very low proficiency in Italian, there
wasn’t much to talk about, I mean, I got along with her, but um, there
just wasn’t a lot of face time.

Meagan also described the relationship issues within the community, noting that the short spring term (eight weeks) did not
allow adequate time for forming of relationships:
Yeah, well it was a spring term, so it was naturally faster, naturally less
time to communicate-or to make friends, but yeah, um, I guess I realized
at the end when we were moving : : : that [my roommates and I] really
hadn’t gotten to be that good of friends. Um : : : but then even during the
dinners, like some people spoke, I didn’t ever speak to anybody because
I didn’t know what I was going to say : : : So there was even, you know
at dinner, it was like a half an hour thing and then everybody went their
ways again.

Though the short duration of spring term may have impeded the
formation of friendships, bad feelings and the lack of ‘‘face time’’
also contributed to the absence of camaraderie experienced in
the Italian House.
Low proficiency in the language of the house does not necessarily impede the forming of friendships, however, as Meagan’s
experience in the Arabic House demonstrates:
I had great relationships with the people in the Arabic House, but I
think all of us were at such, most of us were at such a low proficiency
that it was hard to actually speak, um, actually have conversations that
were meaningful to us in the language because we just didn’t have the
experience in the language to be able to communicate at that level. Um,
but it wasn’t because we weren’t friends or anything. It was a different
experience in the Italian House.

Meagan related that she and her roommates ‘‘did a lot of stuff
outside the apartment, too,’’ adding, ‘‘I think that’s why we were
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united, like why we had friends, a good friendship throughout
the six of us.’’ Much of the building of relationships happened
outside of the FLSR complex, which, as Meagan pointed out, was
‘‘good, because it’s out of the apartment, so it wasn’t breaking
the rules or anything, but it wasn’t helping the language either.’’
The residents in the Arabic House found ways to interact with
each other, even with limited L2 skills. Though relationships
benefited from time spent together outside of the Arabic House,
L2 proficiency did not.
In contrast to her experiences in the Arabic and Italian
Houses, Meagan felt that her fluency in Spanish and French
improved a great deal as a result of living in each of the two
houses. She entered the Spanish House having passed the test
for third-year Spanish and was more comfortable communicating
in Spanish to begin with. Nevertheless, she said, ‘‘I really felt like
I was fluent in Spanish because I lived in the Spanish House—not
perfect, of course, but being able to : : : you know fluency : : :
being able to communicate and understand without having to
think about it too much.’’ Among the reasons provided for her
growing confidence in Spanish was the ‘‘good mix of proficiency
levels, because in the Spanish House there were so many people
that you knew were speaking correctly that you could trust what
they were saying.’’
The resident facilitators also played an important role in setting an atmosphere for language learning. Whereas the resident
facilitator in the Italian House did not play an active role in the
life of the house, Meagan states that ‘‘good resident facilitators’’:
were just really involved, we were all united. Like, when I, I think the
Spanish House works the best in that the RF’s really seemed to understand
that we needed to have a united apartment : : : So, those RF’s really saw
themselves as sort of the, the leader, I think, of making sure those things
were done. And they were also really involved in what we were doing,
going out together, um the Spanish House was like the party people, you
know, obviously, so we did tons of stuff together, and they were also really
committed to speaking only Spanish.

Because Meagan lived in many different communities—some
successful and others decidedly less successful, her experiences
provide insights into the wide variety of factors that contribute
to the success of a given community. From her stories, as well as
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from those of the other interview participants, emerges a clear
picture of the role of community in foreign language houses.

Discussion: the Foreign Language House as a
Community of Practice
Foreign Language Houses differ in significant ways from other
language learning settings. Like study abroad or naturalistic
language settings, learners use the language in informal contexts
to accomplish authentic tasks. Unlike other more naturalistic
settings, however, learners primarily interact with other nonnative speakers who share the same L1. Thus, use of the target
language is not required in order to meet communicative goals.
In fact, speaking the L2 complicates, and often limits, communication.
Another unique feature of foreign language houses has to
do with relationships of power and legitimacy. Traditionally,
it is the teacher who holds power over classroom discourse,
though teachers may delegate that power to their students. In
interactions between native speakers and non-native speakers,
typically the native speaker holds the power. Native speakers
often have what Bourdieu (1977) calls ‘‘the power to impose
reception’’ (p. 75); they decide who is worth speaking with
and listening to. Because the FLSR is a community comprised
primarily of nonnative speakers, power may be distributed differently. It is the nonnative speakers, comfortable in their own
country, who tend to hold the power; though their language
skills are not perfect, they have become legitimate speakers in
their particular community. In fact, the resident facilitators, in
some cases, are seen as ‘‘employees.’’ Some residents expressed
the idea that they ‘‘were paying’’ for the resident facilitators to
assist them with their language skills; they felt that rent they
paid at the FLSR, which was 30% higher than the cheapest offcampus options, went directly to their resident facilitators. On the
periphery were the lower-proficiency students, whose inability to
express themselves often prevented them from fully engaging in
the community. The higher-proficiency speakers and speakers
with bigger egos (such as Nigel, who enjoyed correcting his
roommates) often inhibited engagement for other speakers.
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As we analyzed the data, we realized that our etic perspective
on the FLSR differed significantly from the participants’ views.
Whereas we conceptualized the FLSR primarily as a language
learning environment, the participants saw it as living environment. For the participants, language learning was an important
but often secondary consideration in their experience. Though
participants discussed the benefits of the FLSR in terms of
linguistic progress, most tended to focus on the relationships
they had fostered and the experiences they had shared with their
peers. Cara, as noted above, called the French House ‘‘the best
place I’ve lived.’’ When asked why, she did not immediately talk
about her growing fluency and confidence, but rather focused
on the experiential component, noting ‘‘everyone is really open,
and so I just feel like I can be myself.’’ Aubrey liked that in the
FLSR ‘‘you get to build friendships real easily and just become
close.’’ Lydia said that the Japanese House was ‘‘awesome and I
love it.’’ In particular, she liked that all FLSR residents were ‘‘big
nerds like me who love languages and stuff : : : And everyone is
really interested in learning about different cultures and things.’’
Meagan, who had lived in the FLSR for a number of years, moving
from one language house to another, reported ‘‘I stayed there
because I wanted to live in the Foreign Language Housing. But I
happened to also be studying those languages, so : : : I also knew
that that was a really good way to get your fluency up : : : it was
a combination between liking the environment and wanting to
get fluency in languages.’’
Indeed, the central experience of living in foreign language
housing is not use of the L2 but rather the attempt to create
a livable community. Indeed, Wenger’s (1998) ethnography of
claims processors found that one of the ‘‘joint enterprises’’ of
the community of claims processors was making the job and the
community livable. Workable relationships within communities
of practice, according to Wenger, are central to their functioning.
Creating a livable community entails much more than just
communication; it entails the forming of friendships, and the
establishment of joint practices and rituals. Making the community livable also gives rise to a number of strategies. Learners
may choose not to engage in the community, either by being
frequently absent, by remaining sequestered in their rooms,
or by remaining silent. They may choose to engage in their
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communities by speaking English, if they feel that speaking
English furthers the overall goal of creating a positive living
experience for themselves.
Factors Influencing Community Livability
A number of factors influenced the ‘‘livability’’ of a given
community. Among them were the size of the community, the
proficiency levels of individual members, and their investment
both in the community and in language learning.
Size of community. Smaller communities in this study fared
worse than larger communities. Members of the smaller communities (six or fewer people) postulated that there was ‘‘less
entertainment’’ in their communities, because ‘‘there’s only so
many people you can speak to.’’ Michael, of the Russian House,
noted that the monotony of interacting with the same few people
every day prompted him and his roommates either to invite
guests (usually non-Russian speaking) to their apartment or to
spend their time elsewhere. In larger communities, members
were able to find others with similar interests and goals. In smaller
communities, the absence of one or two members was also more
keenly felt, particularly in the Japanese House, where two of the
five women were rarely at home. The larger communities also
tended to engage in more activities.
Proficiency. The speaking skills of community members also
played a role in the livability of the community. Low proficiency,
especially when shared by a large proportion of the residents,
impeded communication in the L2. Members felt that they could
not have meaningful conversations in the target language and
thus had difficulty getting to know one another. At times, lessproficient residents avoided communication to spare themselves
both the frustration and possible humiliation of trying to speak
the L2. Members in successful communities found ways to compensate for the communication difficulties. In the case of the
Japanese House, the two women with the least proficiency used
English in the absence of the scaffolding provided by more advanced speakers. In the case of the Arabic House, learners spent
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time interacting outside of the confines of the FLSR. Though
they knew they were cheating themselves of opportunities to
improve their language skills, they consciously chose to build
relationships and friendships by spending time in an Englishonly environment.
Higher levels of proficiency, however, do not guarantee a
stronger community, as the men of the Russian House proved.
While all but one of the Russian House residents could carry
on conversations in Russian with relative ease, the men did
not form close friendships. The residents were rarely engaged
with one another, each instead pursuing his own interests. A
variety of other social factors influenced the community of the
Russian House, including lack of common interests among the
residents, clashing personalities, and the residents’ own priorities
and schedules.
Investment. As Norton (1995) notes, learners ‘‘invest’’ in
a particular language in hopes of getting a return on their
investment—in the form of social or economic capital (c.f.
Bourdieu, 1991). Residents of the FLSR shared an interest in
foreign languages and cultures, but their levels of investment
differed. In fact, learners’ investments both in the target language
and in the particular language house communities significantly
influenced the livability of each community of practice.
The Russian House residents failed to form a close-knit
community in large part because they were less invested in
learning Russian than participants from other language houses.
With the exception of Colson and possibly of Rafael (who did not
participate in the study and whose motives for studying Russian
remain unknown), they had learned Russian not by their own
choice but rather because life circumstances required it of them.
Michael, Nigel, and Ben had been assigned as missionaries to
countries of the former Soviet Union; they had not chosen their
destinations. Ervin studied Russian as a result of his mother’s
diplomatic service in Russia and Kazakhstan. Moreover, all but
one resident of the Russian House came to the program with
advanced proficiency in Russian and saw little need to improve
their skills, particularly as none had plans to use the language after graduation. The men’s motivation to maintain their language
skills often conflicted with other priorities—particularly as they
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expected very little ‘‘capital’’ (Bourdieu, 1991) resulting from
their efforts.3 The relative lack of investment in the language
appears to have influenced their investment in the Russian House
as a living community. With little basis for close relationships and
relatively low motivation to improve their Russian, the men were
not particularly interested in investing the time and effort to
build a community.
Residents of the Japanese House shared many interests,
including Japanese anime (a particular style of animated film
based on a brand of comics books), food, music, and cinema.
They were devoted to making a wholehearted effort to speak
Japanese, but their low levels of proficiency prevented them from
going beyond surface-level interactions. Though they reported
high levels of investment in their L2, their commitment to the
Japanese House community suffered. Of the five residents, two
were frequently absent, choosing to spend their time at the
library.
The residents of the French House were not only highly
invested in their study of the language but also in the community
of the French House. As Aubrey noted, ‘‘It helped that people
like to be there and are coming home and not staying at the
library.’’ Whereas dinners at the Russian and Japanese Houses
(as determined both by the videotaped conversations and by
residents’ own reports) lasted little more than 30 minutes, French
House residents remained at dinner for a full 60 minutes, and
many lingered after dinner to play games and socialize.
Investment, according to Norton’s definition, is socially
constructed. Within the individual language house communities
of the FLSR, this social construction becomes evident. The
French House was particularly successful as a language learning
environment because of the residents’ shared investment in
learning and using the language. Diane, a resident of the French
House who had Advanced-Low proficiency, noted that ‘‘we’ve
all signed a contract and we are there to learn the language.’’
Residents motivated and encouraged each other, strengthening
3 The declining political value of Russian in the world may have affected the
residents’ investment in the target language and in the Russian House. Between 1990
and 1995, enrollments in Russian dropped 44.6% (Furman, Goldber, & Lusin, 2007).
Though enrollments rose 3.6% from 2002 to 2006, they are still significantly lower than
they were at the end of the Cold War.
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the overall level of investment in the target language. Investment
in the L2 also appeared to be strengthened by an investment in
and sense of identification with the community of practice.
Identity and identification. An important factor that affected
residents’ investment in their chosen target languages and language house communities was that of identity. Wenger (1998)
points out that identification with a community is an important
mode of belonging to that community of practice. He says that
‘‘as we build communities of practice : : : we work out our
relationships with each other and with the world, and we gain
a lived experience of who we are’’ (1998, p. 192). The women
of the French House came very much to identify themselves as
members of that community, as evidenced by the fact that they
spoke French to each other outside of the house. It became a
marker of their identity, perhaps of their ‘‘in-group status’’ to
speak French in public. Aubrey said: ‘‘It’s just cool [to speak
French with your roommates]. It’s just out of the ordinary
because your classes are in English and you’re in America.’’
The French House women also identified with residents of the
larger foreign language complex, noting, as one student said,
‘‘Everyone here loves languages and stuff.’’ The men of the
Russian House, on the other hand, identified less with other
residents of the house. Indeed, they did not feel a part of the
overall language house complex. Michael, for example, noted
that the other residents ‘‘were all language or linguistics majors—
all interested in languages,’’ whereas the Russian House residents
were pursuing other academic interests. Michael saw himself (and
his roommates) as somehow distinct from the rest of the group.
Because the women of the French House were more invested
in the target language, they constructed identities relating to
their membership in the French House, and thereby increased
their investment in French and their community of practice. The
men of the Russian House, by contrast, did not identify with
other community members, which both resulted from and in
less investment. They spent less time with each other and did
little work to maintain the community that would support more
interaction in the target language. Wenger (1998) argues that
identification creates the social energy that sustains communities.
The case studies here clearly illustrate this principle: The Russian
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House residents failed to identify with each other and the community and, as a result, failed to develop a close-knit, successful
community. Residents of the French House, however, developed
an identity associated with their membership in the French
House community. This identity sustained and strengthened the
community.
Gender. The different levels of investment and identification
of the French House women and the Russian House men may
reflect gendered responses. Researchers have long noted that
women’s discursive behavior seems more focused on maintaining
relationships than men’s (see, e.g., Hirschmann, 1974, and
Tannen, 1990, who claim that women tend to be cooperative in
conversations and men more competitive). In fact, in a seminal
study, Fishman (1977) found that women, not men, worked to
maintain conversations. Data from our study seemed to confirm
these early research findings, with the Russian House men being
less interested in social relationships and women much more
invested in their particular communities. The Russian House
residents implied such an understanding when they repeatedly
wished to have a corresponding women’s apartment, suggesting
the residents would be ‘‘closer’’ and the community better functioning had women been included. However, further research
is needed to explore possible gendered responses to language
house communities. It would be important to compare the
responses of men and women from the same community of
practice in order to draw solid conclusions.
Limitations
In the present study we have investigated three distinct language
house communities plus the reflections of one student on the
multiple language house communities in which she resided.
Though we examine three language houses, all three houses were
located at one university and therefore may not be representative
of other programs. Moreover, the picture we paint of the foreign
language houses is incomplete for various reasons. First, we
videotaped only two dinner conversations per house and thus
cannot be certain that the conversations were typical, particularly

Foreign Language Houses

229

since residents were aware of the videocameras. This problem is
mitigated, however, by the variety of sources used to collect data.
Second, we interviewed only a subset of the residents in each
language house under investigation; in fact, we were primarily
limited to those students who self-selected into the study and
who may, therefore, not be representative of the remaining
residents of the foreign language student residence. However,
our search for disconfirming evidence led us to recruit residents
who provided additional perspectives on the language houses.
This study suggests several directions for possible research.
Similar qualitative studies at other universities with different
language houses would yield further insights into the lived experiences of such programs. Discourse analysis, with a broader corpus
of data that includes many videotaped exchanges, would prove
useful in understanding the nature of the interactions—both
in the L1 and the L2—in which residents engage. In addition
to qualitative studies, researchers might also consider variablesbased research, examining, for instance, the relationship between
investment and language proficiency, or investment and the
strength of learners’ relationships with other language house
residents or their satisfaction with the overall experience.

Programmatic Implications
Although much more research is needed into the nature of
community in language houses, this study does suggest possible
directions for new or existing language house programs. Results
of this project indicate that proficiency levels of residents, size
of the community, and leadership on the part of the resident
facilitators influenced learners’ investments in and engagement
with their communities. Consequently, administrators should
carefully consider the proficiency levels of all potential applicants, selecting a cross-section primarily of intermediate- and
advanced-level speakers. Novice speakers may be less able to
engage in the community than more advanced speakers, especially in programs with fewer residents at the advanced level.
Many language houses, however, will not have the benefit of
large numbers of applicants. Selectively screening each incoming
student may help to ameliorate the effects of small programs. For
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this to be possible, universities must not put undue pressure on
language houses to fill all openings.
In addition to careful screening of residents and native speaking resident facilitators, language house coordinators
should be involved in the community of the house and should
receive some course release for doing so. The French House
was particularly successful, perhaps in part because the faculty
coordinator visited the residents frequently and helped to plan
formal activities, including inviting the residents into her own
home (see Wolf’s 2002 recommendations for language houses).
By contrast, the coordinators for the Russian and Japanese
houses were less involved. Janine, the French House coordinator,
was a part-time faculty member whose primary assignment was
coordination of the language house. The coordinators of the
other two houses in the study were full-time faculty members who
were not offered a course reduction for fulfilling their duties to
the language houses. Administrators may consider hiring staff
members to manage the affairs of the language houses, or,
at least, offering a course release to full-time faculty who are
assigned to oversee the individual residences.
Having a native speaker or a highly proficient nonnative
speaker serve as a resident facilitator is important for facilitating development of language skills. In addition to promoting
language learning, resident facilitators who serve as community
leaders play an important role in creating an atmosphere of
respect, friendship, and fun. Great attention should be given to
selecting resident facilitators who have good leadership skills.
Requiring that residents be present for dinner for a specified
amount of time may also facilitate community building. Findings of the present study indicate that residents build stronger
relationships as they spend more time interacting in the target
language. At a minimum, they have more time to interact in their
L2; after dinner residents tend to go about their own studies and
activities.
Administrators in such programs should include both male
and female students in the language house communities. The
data here indicate that the mixed genders in the language
houses lead to greater investment and increased community.
The presence of men and women increases the total number of
members of the community, lends variety to the discourse, and
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creates a more social atmosphere than having houses comprised
of only one sex.

Conclusion
In the present study we have examined foreign language houses
as communities of practice. Foreign language houses are a phenomenon deserving of more attention in the research literature,
as they provide a learning setting that represents something
of a hybrid between informal and formal language learning,
a community that is neither fully ‘‘at home’’ nor ‘‘abroad.’’
Like study abroad, students engage in authentic L2 tasks; like
classroom language learning, students interact primarily with
other nonnative speakers.
These interactions have several possible advantages and
disadvantages. Other learners are generally more sympathetic
than native-speaking interlocutors (just as Rifkin, 2005, noted),
lowering the anxiety levels of FLH residents. Because the other
residents come from similar backgrounds, it becomes easier
for learners ‘‘to relate to these people.’’ On the other hand,
it is possible that interaction with other non-native speakers,
though offering psychological and social benefits, may cause
the learners to speak a ‘‘pidgin’’ form of the language that
may become ‘‘terminal,’’ as Hammerly (1987) noted among
French immersion students in Canada. Future research could
examine these issues more closely and provide great insights for
immersion programs and other settings.
The qualitative approach of this study allowed us greater
insight into the perspective of the residents themselves; in particular, we came to understand that the joint enterprise of residents
in foreign language houses is not only to learn a given language
but also to build a livable community. The more successful
participants are in creating a habitable community for themselves
and forging new identities within that community, the more likely
they are to engage with that community (cf. Wenger, 1998).
Larger communities with a preponderance of intermediate- and
advanced-level speakers with a shared sense of investment in the
community as opposed to the target language are more livable and
therefore more inviting of mutual engagement.
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Appendix
Sample Interview Questions
1. Why are you studying (your L2)? What do you hope to do with
it after graduation?
2. Why did you decide to live in the X house?
a. Has the X house met your expectations? Why or why not?
3. What’s a typical day like in the X house?
4. What’s a typical dinner conversation?
5. Who do you speak the L2 with most frequently? Why?
a. What do you usually talk about with that person?
6. Who do you speak with least frequently? Why?
7. Tell us about your relationships with your roommates.
8. What role does your resident facilitator play in the apartment?
9. How has your language changed since living in the X house?
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